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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

ES.i DESCRIPTION

The 1975 Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) for Maintenance Dredging Gulf
Intracoastal Waterway Texas Section — Main Channel and Tributary Channels identified and evaluated the

environmental impacts of continued maintenance dredging of the Texas Section of th~ If Intracoastal
Waterway (GIWW) and tributary channels. In the 1975 EIS, alternatives wer that would

reduce environmental effects while enhancing economic and social conditions.

In November 1989, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers~(USACE) competed a

Reconnaissance Report including an initial appraisal of the entir Texas sect~iQ~1of the GIW The
question of the inadequacy of the 1975 EIS was first raised by a in ragency task forcë~ulfI tra oastal
Waterway Maintenance Dredging Working Group) corn prisi the U. . Fish and W dlife Serv (FWS),
National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS), National Park Se vice ( PS), Texas nd Office

(GLO), and Texas Parks and Wildlife Department (TPWD). heir i ue paper re mended that a
supplemental EIS be prepared.

Subsequently, the first p a e of a itional Section 216 o 1970 Flood Control Act

(P.L. 91-6 11) studies was initiated in/ 93 f usi on problems and co ems along the lower reach of
the existing, Federally maintained, ~te~s se tio f the GIWW. USACE Galveston District was
responsible for the general management\~fthat , wit the State of Texas, represented by the Texas
Department of Transportation (TxDOT), a\~tinga th lo a sponsor. In addition, various other Federal
and State agencies Drovided considerable i~putd ing t I tudy. The Section 216 study concluded that
an optimization dimensions ~as no e Federal interest and that an EIS and Dredged
Material M~ would be r~urs d under Operations and Maintenance authority.

of the task force, coupled with environmental concerns from

environmental preliminary findings of the USACE Reconnaissance Report led to
the decision to and the formation of an Interagency Coordination Team (ICT) to help
the USACE to of environmental studies. The ICT is composed of representatives from

TxDOT, GLO, ;ion on Environmental Quality (TCEQ), TPWD, Texas Water Development
Board (TWDB), NM 5, .S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), FWS, and USACE. Some of the

goals of the ICT w e to help the USACE develop the scopes of work for the environmental studies,
review and critique the study results, and help the USACE prepare the DMMP and EIS. The ICT also
provides a forum for continued coordination on the proposed project through the life of the project and
monitoring its environmental success.

Therefore, the purpose of this Draft ElS (DEIS) is to provide information and
environmental analysis concerning maintenance dredging of the GIWW through the Laguna Madre using
a new management plan.
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The Laguna Madre section of the GIWW for the DEIS extends 117 miles from the John F.
Kennedy Causeway (JFK Causeway) to the old Queen Isabella Causeway and roughly 1 mile inland on
the east and west. The channel dimensions today remain at 12 feet deep by 125 feet wide. The main
channel requires maintenance dredging every 23 to 60 months in selected reaches to remove
approximately 200,000 cubic yards (cy) to 3 million cy (MCY) of sediment. Maintenance is performed by
contracted cutterhead-suction dredges, and materials dredged are placed by hydraulic pipeline on both
upland and open-bay placement areas (PAs).

The Laguna Madre is subdivided into two basins referred to as the Up aguna Madre

(ULM) and the LLM, with the two being separated by the Saltillo Flats (Land Bridge /Is6~êf~edto as the
Land Cut). The ULM reach includes three water exchange passes, generally ~eetdeep by 200 feet
wide, which were constructed to improve water circulation and fish migration in an rea-kn?~wN\ocallyas
The Hole. The LLM reach intersects the GIWW tributary to Port Mansfield (P0 Mansfield Chan~el)and
the Tributary Channel to Harlingen via Arroyo Colorado.

The Laguna Madre main channel section rrently tilizes 61 exis~ngPAs 9~r/~ontract
pipeline placement operations. The proposed Federal action the odification in\Inana~n~entof the
dredged material to reduce impacts to the Lagunas resources fr m ma tenance dred~r1~ofthe GIWW.
Periodic maintenance dredging of the Laguna M section must e acc mplished to prevent shoaling of
the channel to depths that would inhibit or cu I ation.

ient practice fo the aguna Madre section of the
with upl placement where it crosses the
of the Arroyo Colorado. The main channel

~1are intermittently utilized, directly impacting

te of sources was used to establish a list of the
the study process in the Laguna Madre segment of the

ed into several key components that are addressed in this

• Hazardous, toxic, and radioactive wastes

• Cultural resources

• Socioeconomic resources

The current dredgec

GIWW consists primarily of unconfi~
Land Bridge and a few other areas, not
through the Laguna Madre has 63 PAs a~
over 9,000 acres of bav~bottom.

primary cor
GIWW. T
DEIS:

•

diment quality

imunity types

and shellfish resources

Ilife resources

• Threatened and endangered species
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ES.2 WATER QUALITY

The most obvious impact of the No-Action alternative to the estuarine water column is
turbidity associated with maintenance dredging and placement. Concern has been expressed relative to
the impact that the present maintenance dredging practice has on total suspended material and, thus,
turbidity. Several studies were recommended by the ICT to address this concern.

One of those studies found that where an association between total suspended solids
(TSS) and currents appears to exist, it seems to be governed more by current directi than current
speed. The modeling studies showed that small impacts were to be expected fro )urbi i from open-
bay unconfined dredging and placement. Since impacts were shown by the ~Ielingan since there
have been documented concerns, open-bay unconfined placement was elimina ed~tQtbe_exten~possible,
and a seasonal restriction was imposed on the remaining open-bay placem t to limit the im~actsto
seagrass. In the DMMP alternative, use of deflectors to direct the m~)erialon no -confined islands,~use of
deeper water for some open-bay sites, and partially or comptet~l~/confining
scouring, turbidity, and other associated impacts.

neither

Both the No-Action and DMMP alternatives
concentrations in the water column at PAs. Durin~r’studiesfor
not found as a concern by studies of the of the

Neither alternative wout
passes and streams, or flows between th~

oxygen
low oxygen was

Land Cut.
the ULM or the LLM via

inflow, evaporation, or water exchange,
Madre system.

results of sediment studies conducted for this DEIS, it has been asserted

that dredging and d~E~edplacement operations associated with the No-Action alternative and the DMMP
alternative may cause or exacerbate brown tide in the Laguna Madre because resuspension of sediments
might release a significant amount of NH4~into the water column. Brown tide has adapted to low light,
highly turbid waters and preferentially takes up NH4~as a nitrogen source. It has been conjectured that
NH4~inputs during dredging events, along with light reduction could replicate the original brown tide event
in a localized manner. However, while the brown tide organism is present in the Laguna Madre,
maintenance of the GIWW has not been reported to cause brown tide events, since the GIWW was
dredged in 1949. The onset of brown tide occurred after severe freezes in 1989 caused a large die-off of
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fish and benthos, resulting in high NH4~concentrations and a subsequent collapse in the zooplankton
community.

ES.3 SEDIMENT QUALITY

The sediment quality of maintenance material has not been a cause for concern. The
DMMP alternative removes more maintenance material from the Laguna Madre system, and makes it
preferable to the No-Action alternative from a sediment quality viewpoint.

Toxicity

No indication of toxicity has been determined by past
studies; therefore, neither alternative presents a concern from a toxicity testing

Sediment BudQet

Since the DMMP alternative includes

alternative, there should be a reduction in the amount of re~usper\~Jedmainten c~e—rrI ërial and a
concomitant decrease in shoaling in the affected reaches. t\his sl~uldlead to reduction in the
frequency of dredging. However, only future dre gi g will determin~wheth~rall sources and sinks in such
a vast system were, or can be, accurat y/d~Th~d and, thus,\the s~qnificance that the additional
confinement of maintenance material w Iging freqw

ES.4 SPECIAL AQUATIC

P
result of both
distribution
placement thr
containment ar
the upland sites
1,307 fewer acres

loss is dredged maintenance material placement as a
Pre ous dies provide analysis of impacts to the growth and

of the dir and indirect impacts from maintenance dredging and
Madre. Only placement on terrestrial upland areas or leveed
‘it direct impacts to the seagrass beds, though the conveyance to

~rasshabitat, along with other estuarine and upland habitat. Overall
be impacted with the DMMP alternative.

tlandsCoa ____

For both the No-Action alternative and the DMMP alternative some wetlands, both low

and high salt marsh, will be impacted in the locations where placement will occur. Since the DMMP
alternative relies more heavily on upland placement than does the No-Action alternative, to protect
seagrasses and expand islands for shorebird use, more impacts to high salt marsh can be expected with
the DMMP alternative. There have been no definitive surveys of the Laguna Madre with respect to high

and low salt marshes, thus no quantitative numbers can be provided.
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Tidal Flats (including Algal Flats)

The No-Action alternative will continue impacting tidal flat habitat with current disposal
practices. Impacts to flats will occur in areas associated with the existing emergent disposal islands. This
impact will likely be temporary, until the material consolidates. In total, 137.2 acres of tidal flats are
expected to be impacted, both inside and outside of the PAs, with the No-Action alternative. The
maximum area calculated to be impacted by the DMMP alternative is 87.9 acres, 49.3 acres fewer than
with the No-Action alternative.

Open-Water/Reef Habitat

No live oyster reefs occur within the Laguna Madre ecosystem, :ion of the
South Bay population. The nearest PA is located roughly 2.5 miles north ancJ~on the other si of the
Brownsville Ship Channel from these oysters, and, therefore, advers impacts ~e not expected t occur
as a result of dredging and dredged material placement operaS s for either t~Ie~No~Attioor MMP
alternative. Remnant serpulid reefs and coquina rock ou ops e found in the project vci ity, but
impacts have not been reported in the past and the DMMP a ter ative I not expecte imp em.

If the ICT recommends it for plac ent, an alter tive acement site• Emmord’s Hole,
located west of PA sites 184—i89 in deeper, u e ated water, an disc sed in detail in Section 2.11.7,

will be considered for future placement op ~ns.

Coastal Shore Area ache Sa Dunes

Since ocean placemen bea uris ent, and washover nourishment are not
proposed via pipeline, no impacts to thes com unitie a e expected with the DMMP alternative, nor
would they occur u er th o-Action alt native Id ocean placement occur for material from
portions of the,~1 earest e Mansfield ass the Brazos Santiago Pass, placement would take
place far epø6gh ffsho that i pacts to the communities would not be expected. The No-Action
alternative ilk conti ue p1 emen on island or upland areas in existing PAs where shorelines occur.
Shorelines ass\~ciate with t ese i lands may be buried with maintenance material; however, erosion will
allow the areas to be resto ed r the shoreline will merely move its relative position and become
reestablished, a hort-t m t m orary affect. No negative impacts to sand dunes will occur, however
there could be dist rbanc each areas on existing PAs. Again, the specific areas are not known but
are small, and the i pac could be permanent or temporary, depending on the location of the beaches
and the amount of m enance material placed.

The preferred alternative (DMMP) will also affect the PAs in the same manner as the No-
Action alternative. Impacts to shorelines on the disposal islands will be short-term temporary affects,
unless levees include these areas. No negative impacts to sand dunes will occur. There could be
disturbance to beach areas, as above. The specific areas are not known but, again, would be small, and
the impacts could be permanent or temporary, depending on the location of the beaches, the amount of
maintenance material placed on the beach area, and levee construction. Compared with the large area of
coastal shore area and beaches in the project area, neither alternative is considered significant.
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Upland Grasslands

The No-Action alternative will continue the practice of placement on islands in PAs that
support grassland communities. Impacts to these areas may be permanent; long-term temporary; or
short-term temporary depending on the depth of the maintenance material placed on the island and
frequency of dredging cycles. The upland PAs will revegetate without frequent maintenance material
placement. The DMMP alternative will also not impact any mainland grassland communities. As with the
No-Action alternative, there will be impacts to grassland communities on islands inside the PA5.

ES.5 FINFISH AND SHELLFISH RESOURCES

Although water column turbidity would increase in open-bay ha itats d ~ dredging
activities, such effects are usually temporary and local. At PA5 where levees are proposed t~’~~ebuilt,
there would be one-time water column turbidity increases during constructio . Finfish and s~ellfish
communities are altered over time; however, there are indicat n that mobile iii s re ~ble to
respond quickly to dredged material placement. Notwithsta ing t e potential harm to some iç~éiividual
organisms, compared with the existing condition, no significan impac s on finfish o ellfis pd’pulations
are anticipated from the maintenance dredging and placement o eratio s for the No- c r1~lternativeor
the DMMP alternative.

Repeated dredging and emen operations m tern or rily reduce the quality of
recreational and commercial fisherie in t e inity of dredging era~ns. This may result from
decreased water quality and increas urbidit d r~g dredging as we s from a loss of attractiveness to
game fish resulting from loss of bent ic pre . I pac would be greater in the ULM where most
commercial fishing occurs. There is the ossib ity de e DMMP alternative that Emmord’s Hole, a
prime recreational fishin~g~potin the ULM, ould e use a dredged material disposal site. However,

this site would onl e used~a last choic alter . The impacts from the No-Action and DMMP
alternatives to h b t and ~ade-bank fI hin ould be temporary, potentially resulting in local
disturbanc parti ularly long tI~\eedges of channels and emergent dredged material PAs. After
maintenance redgi is c plet~d,these areas should return to pre-dredging conditions. Commercial
fishing for shel ish in he La unaJMadre is very limited, therefore no impacts are expected for the No-
Action alternativ or the MM al~&native.

Du to th roductive capacity and natural variation in phytoplankton populations, the
impacts of dredged ate al placement within the project area are not expected to be significant for the
No-Action alternativ the DMMP alternative. At PAs where levees will be built, there would be one-time
water column turbidity increases during construction but long-term decreases.

Since there would be fewer dredged material plumes with the DMMP alternative, any
impacts from turbidity on filter-feeding organisms would be reduced with this alternative in comparison to
the No-Action alternative.

Inside the PAs, there will be more impacts to open-bay bottom with the DMMP alternative,
relative to the No-Action alternative, as some PAs are expanded and enclosed in levees. Overall,
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115 more acres of open-bay bottom will be removed from the ecosystem by the DMMP alternative by fully
confining more PAs. Given the large amount of open-water habitat in the Laguna Madre, this is not
considered a significant impact, especially considering the reduction in turbidity and in impacts to
seagrasses and algal/sand flats as an overall result of implementation of the DMMP alternative.

Approximately 4,887 acres of open water, based on open-bay (unvegetative) bottom
impacts, would be affected by the DMMP alternative, which is 115 more than the No-Action alternative.
However, the DMMP alternative proposes to reduce impacts to submerged aquatic vegetation (SAV) by
1,307 acres, relative to the No-Action alternative, using dredged material in a manner r mmended by
the ICT. Thus, impacts to adult and juvenile brown, white, and pink shrimp; re ~ruth; d adult gray
snapper would be minimized by reducing impacts to SAV beds. Harmful effect w~6uldoccur if sediment
covers fish spawning grounds and bottom areas critical to juveniles. However, ith~tbDMMPs1~ernative,
runoff of dredged material onto SAV would be reduced through the use of training levees a~tcid total

confinement of some PAs.

ES.6 WILDLIFE RESOURCES

as a result
the noise and

resulting from habitat

would occur primarily as a
and emergent dredged material

PAs. The majority of PAs currently
~pIacementoperations, which generally allow

restrictions on placement of material during

Long-term effects
result of habitat modification. Of 35
PAs adjacent to the GIWW, 23 are
have bird management lans for dredging,
for the avoidance placemen in major root
the breeding s s n in ose are s periodicall

The MM altern tive was d~ignedto improve colonial waterbird habitat, and thus, is an
improvement er th No-A tion Iternative. While this cannot be quantified, the DMMP followed the
recommendatio of th lates ver ions of the Shorebird Management Plan and the Padre Island National
Seashore Manag ent lan, v ilable to the ICT to the extent practicable.

ES.7 TH AT EDANDENDANGEREDSPECIES

Pla s

Based on available records, no Federally or State-listed plant species occur within 2 miles

of the proposed project activities. No suitable habitat for the species discussed in Section 3.7,1 exists on
any of the existing or proposed PAs. Therefore, no impacts to protected plant species are anticipated
from either the No-Action or DMMP alternatives.

Impacts to terrestrial wildlife species or habitats
of the No-Action or DMMP alternatives may i de short-1

physical disturbance during dredging ~“fi~’if’ well as
modification.
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Wildlife

The No-Action and DMMP alternatives would result in little or no immediate direct impacts
to any species or designated Critical Habitat protected by the Endangered Species Act within the project
area. Changes to habitats, over time, would be expected as a result of various natural influences. In
general, dredged material placement activities associated with the No-Action and DMMP alternatives may
affect habitats used by the piping plover and state-threatened colonial waterbirds, and maintenance
dredging may impose minor, temporary impacts on sea turtles.

Both the No-Action and DMMP alternatives may have immediate

selected species and/or habitats in the vicinity of the project. Some species
due to project disturbances. Abundant suitable habitats occur within the vicinity
such temporary displacement and most disturbances would be of a short dur~
return to pre-project patterns. Increased boat traffic within the proje area durir
and placement may also temporarily disturb various q atic species
erosion/sedimentation in some areas. However, these imp ts are onsidered sr
insignificant.

Two State-listed amphibian
are known to occur within the project
project.

Several species of birds t tion at the Federal or State level are listed as
potentially occurring within the project ~Fheprimary direct impact would be from
disturbance durir placem may cause roosting birds to be temporarily
displaced. Sw -term and eriodi , and abundant suitable habitats occurring within the
Laguna M~ for short displacement. Specific potential impacts to those
protected to be impa ted by the project are described below.

iately 6,588 acres under the No-Action alternative and 6,210 acres
under the DMMP Iterna e of piping plover Critical Habitat would be affected by project activities
(primarily placement f redged material), the No-Action and DMMP alternatives should not directly affect
the piping plover. B cause of the limited amount of suitable habitat on active PAs and the great amount of

suitable habitat adjacent to these PA5, impacts would be minimal. No Critical Habitat in Reach 1 will be
impacted by placement of dredged material. Under the DMMP, levees would be built on some PAs, such
as PA 176, which will contain or train the material away from suitable habitat areas. FWS will be
contacted prior to levee construction at PA 176 to ensure no impacts to the piping plover would occur.

Within Reach 2, six PAs fall within Critical Habitat unit TX-3 (subunit 3) but do not appear

to contain the primary constituent elements needed for piping plover use. The PAs will be examined more

impacts on
displaced
allow for

Drompt
ging

crease
ierally

Birds

-spotted newt,
would not be affected by the
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closely before placement occurs in this Reach. All PAs within Reach 3 coincide with Critical Habitat unit
TX-3 (subunit 3). No changes are proposed for PAs within this reach under the DMMP alternative. No
impacts are anticipated from either alternative in Reach 3, since the PAs do not appear to contain the
primary constituent elements needed for piping plover use.

Piping plovers were rarely, if ever, observed to use the PAs within reaches 4, 5, and 6;
therefore, impacts to the piping plover from direct project activities within this reach are expected to be
negligible. With the exception of PA 226, none of the designated PAs fall within designated Critical
Habitat.

State-Threatened Colonial Waterbirds

Three State-threatened colonial waterbirds, the white-faced ibi , reddish egret, a d sooty
tern, are known to nest on dredged material PAs within the project rea. Neit er the No-Action or the
DMMP alternative should directly impact these State-listed water s because the Obi en ugh to
avoid direct impacts from dredged material placement. Un r the MMP alternative, impact these
species would be lessened by various aspects of the plan, inclu ing a iding islands orti of islands
on some PAs where birds are nesting; building up or reinforcing merg t habitats on e al PAs for bird
use; or avoiding placement activities during the pr ary nesting se son.

Fish

No Federally listed only t ree tate-listed species ossum pipefish, river goby, and

blackfin goby) of fish are known to oc ur wi t e pr ect area ounties, none of which should be
impacted by either alternative.

Ma als

T No- ction d DMMP a er tives should have no impacts on the West Indian

manatee, n an Feder~llyor tate-listed rrestrial mammals potentially occurring within the project
area counties.

e tile

Th logge ad, Kemp’s ridley, and green sea turtles are the most likely of the five
Federally and State- ste sea turtles to occur within the project area. If sea turtles occur in the project
area they may be n atively impacted by dredging activities. Dredged material placement would increase
turbidity in the project area, but sea turtles are mobile enough to avoid disturbed sites. Project impacts
would be temporary and local in nature. Cutterhead suction dredges would be used which move very
slowly and can be avoided by all species of sea turtles. Since all dredging of the project area would be
performed by cutterhead dredges rather than hopper dredges, no impacts to sea turtles from maintenance
dredging operations are anticipated.
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The No-Action and DMMP alternatives should not affect the American alligator, since they

would likely avoid locations where dredging and activities were actively occurring.

Mollusks

The No-Action and DMMP alternatives should have no impacts on the Texas hornshell,
an extremely rare candidate species known only from the Rio Grande system.

ES.8 HAZARDOUS, TOXIC AND RADIOACTIVE WASTE

The impacts from hazardous material use and handling du j~ed g activities

associated with the project pose a minimal risk of impacts to the environme t. (jypical impacts may
include leaks or small spills associated with excavation and dredging equipment.

ES.9 AIR QUALITY

Because the amount of dredging for the pr red al rnative is ex cted to b~ e same

as or slightly less for current activities, air contaminant emiss ns fr m the prefer lte( tive would
result in approximately the same or slightly less annual average emiss n rates and minor short-term
impacts on air quality in the immediate vicinity of dredged site.

ES.10 NOISE

Noise from dredgin ~ivities w u essentially be t same under either the No-Action
alternative or the DMMP alternative. e D Item ive is not expected to increase noise levels
above those of the current dredging and p1 ceme t ac viti s

ES.ii C ~fi~AL SOURCES

/<Tantici ~ht maintenan dredging along the Laguna Madre section of the GIWW
under either he N Actio or DI~1AMPaltern tive will have no adverse impacts on terrestrial cultural
resource sites. No r corde terr~strialarcheological sites near the dredged channel or the PAs were
identified. Ther are a o no rec~rdedshipwrecks in the vicinity of the new PAs; even though there is a
potential for unrec rded rec ~ be present in some of these areas.

ES.12 SO IOE NOMICS

Th effects on employment and economics or the effects on population and community
cohesion from the DMMP alternative would be equivalent to those described for the No-Action alternative.

Dredging and placement activities under the No-Action and DMMP alternatives would
have little effect on recreation and tourism within the project area. However, loss of Coastal (fishing)
Cabins in some of the PA5 will be an effect from the DMMP alternative.
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Land Use

No impacts to land use are anticipated from the No-Action alternative. The DMMP
alternative would not be expected to affect land use, since all proposed new and expanded PAs are
located entirely within the waters of the ULM and LLM.

Environmental Justice

The project would be situated entirely within Laguna Madre. No land ses would be
altered and there would be no changes that would impinge upon the current life st s~an habits of the
local residents. The DMMP alternative would not create disproportional im~ of the

surrounding communities.
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